SYNOPSES No.43 (2006) by 東北大学大学院文学研究科  英文学研究室
SYNOPSES No.43 (2006)
著者 東北大学大学院文学研究科  英文学研究室
journal or
publication title
SHIRON(試論)
volume 43
page range ?-?
year 2006-03-20
URL http://hdl.handle.net/10097/57614
As the words ‘A terrible beauty’ well illustrate, W. 
B. Yeats’s ‘Easter 1916’ is an extremely tense poem 
in which conflicting ideas are tightly compacted. The 
poem oscillates between admiration for and doubts 
about the Easter Rising, as well as between extroverted 
commitment to and introverted mystification of the 
event. What condenses these two different attitudes 
into a poem is the idea of the theatre of the world, a lit-
erary convention in which the whole world is regarded 
as the equivalent of a stage and all humanity as players. 
However, histrionic metaphors in ‘Easter 1916’ are 
not necessarily used to resolve these contradictions, 
but rather function to reveal the poet’s divided mind. 
Yeats’s assumption in the first verse that life is a farce 
provides a good example: on the one hand, after facing 
the catastrophic Rising, he is made to change his opin-
ion and find a new meaning in human life thanks to the 
nationalists’ activism. On the other, the metaphor of 
life as a ‘casual comedy’ also rebounds from the poet’s 
side onto the activists’, especially John MacBride 
in the second verse, and consequently, casts a dark 
shadow on the justification for the Rising. Divided 
between these two positions, offering no resolution in 
the last stanza, the poet leaves judgment to ‘Heaven’ 
and contents himself with murmuring the names of the 
executed, as if heaven were the author and the poet 
merely an actor reading given lines. What is empha-
sized here is the generative process of the antinomic 
‘terrible beauty’ rather than an opinion about the rights 
and wrongs of the matter.  
Yeats’s lifelong attachment to Shakespeare seems 
to have helped put the Theatrum Mundi convention to 
good use.  Yeats was dissatisfied with the utilitarian 
interpretation of Shakespeare of his time and rejected 
attempts to attach morals to King Lear or Richard 
II.  According to Yeats, what King Lear describes is 
not merely the tragedy of each individual: beyond the 
tragic fates of Lear, Gloucester, and many other char-
acters, the play generates a more pervasive tragicality 
in which all humanity must suffer.  Calling this all-
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encompassing atmosphere ‘the emotion of multitude’, 
Yeats associates Shakespeare with ancient magician-
poets who also functioned as shamans in the pre-
modern world.  Writing is, as it were, a magical art by 
which a poet burns out every particular and extracts a 
‘pure, unmixed passion’ that can epitomize the whole 
world.  This process of alchemical transformation is at 
the heart of Yeats’s Theatrum Mundi as represented in 
‘Easter 1916’.  Importantly, while Yeats regarded his 
ideas on Shakespeare and drama as a rejection of the 
ideas of his contemporaries, they are in fact forerunners 
of Shakespeare criticism in the mid-twentieth century, 
including those of writers such as Frances Yates who 
rediscovered the social importance of Elizabethan 
occult philosophy in The Theatre of the World (1969).  
These ideas are more clearly expressed in Yeats’s 
The Dreaming of the Bones, a Noh play which has the 
same theme as ‘Easter 1916’.  The play apparently con-
trasts a fugitive nationalist who took part in the Easter 
Rising with a ghostly couple who in life unintentionally 
triggered off Ireland’s subordination.  However, the 
magical atmosphere of the play dissolves any osten-
sible confrontation between them, and the play focuses 
instead on a nightmarish process of eternal recurrence 
in which the offending transform themselves into the 
offended, without any final or absolute value. 
Yeats’s dramaturgy is reminiscent of Jan Kott’s 
reading of Shakespeare. Comparing King Lear and 
Beckett’s plays, Kott points out the Theatrum Mundi 
convention and the absurd can be seen in Shakespeare. 
His argument is true of The Dreaming of the Bones as 
well. Mid-twentieth century readings of Shakespeare 
retrospectively discovered an absurdity in Shakespeare’s 
plays similar to that of Beckett’s. I conclude that Yeats’s 
inheritance from Shakespeare functions in fact as a 
bridge between the two playwrights.
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In The Pyramid by William Golding, patriarchy aided by 
technology pervades a community named Stilbourne as 
a power of surveillance, with its voyeuristic eyes upon 
whoever threatens the stability founded on the discrimi-
natory structure of patriarchy and technocracy. However, 
these eyes are confronted with other eyes gazing back. 
In the pyramidal caste-structure of Stilbourne, which 
depends for its stability on discrimination, those regarded 
as a menace to the structure are unreasonably oppressed. 
These victims’ privacy is wholly exposed to the public 
even though they are confined to their own houses. The 
one-way gaze, however, necessarily meets with a dark 
spot which refuses symbolization by adversely gaz-
ing back at the subject. The inquisitive townspeople in 
Stilbourne, who pry into others’ affairs, are gazed back 
at by others through the curtains. Oliver’s voyeuristic 
scrutiny of Miss Dawlish’s dark hall is met by ‘two dis-
parate eyes of faint light,’ by the furious eyes of a bust of 
Beethoven, and by the red eye of the fire. Oliver’s father, 
who has been observing the lovemaking between Oliver 
and Evie, is peeped at from behind by Oliver standing in 
a blind corner. On stage, Claymore and Imogen are met 
by the gaze of the audience below in the darkness. In 
Stilbourne, monitoring activities are eventually baffled 
by a ‘counter-gaze’ from an invisible dark spot.
     The physical disruption of the viewers’ gaze is what 
Jacques Lacan calls ‘the real,’ which resists symboliza-
tion. The ‘real’ assumes the character of ‘the semiotic,’ 
which, Julia Kristeva argues, has its origin in the pre-
Oedipal phase when the child is not yet separated from 
the mother. She further argues that music is constructed 
mainly on the basis of the semiotic. The symbolic based 
on patriarchal and technocratic ideologies often represses 
both femininity and musicality as ‘defilements,’ but 
they react  against this symbolic order. The dark and 
un-symbolizable spot is concealed or invested with 
ghosts. However, this spot occasionally threatens those 
who exorcize the ghosts and consolidate the symbolic 
system of the social pyramid of Stilbourne. The dark 
spot and the counter-gaze chase the narrator wherever 
he may go and however much he tries to concentrate on 
symbolically ascending the technocratic pyramid in his 
technologically-advanced car.
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 ‘I might adapt Dickens to Trinidad’, the young V.S. 
Naipaul wrote, ‘but it seemed impossible that the life 
I knew in Trinidad could ever be turned into a book.’ 
This essay focuses on the Nobel Prize-winning author’s 
best-known novel, A House for Mr Biswas (1961). The 
essay explores the ways in which the anxieties Naipaul 
describes are reflected in the novel, which is often 
described as his most ‘Dickensian’. 
Naipaul read the novels of Charles Dickens as a 
young man growing up in Trinidad and his account of 
doing so describes the difficulties he encountered in 
adapting the novels to his own frame of reference. It is 
the material content of Dickens’s work which proves 
the greatest obstacle to Naipaul’s attempts to reconcile 
Dickens and Trinidad, and which therefore provides the 
focus of my essay. The essay concentrates on Naipaul’s 
representations of food, and suggests that these are 
particularly revealing both about Naipaul’s relationship 
with Dickens, and about his relationship to Trinidad.
I want to claim two roles for food in A House for 
Mr Biswas. Firstly, that it is through food and what peo-
ple eat that the novel explores the racial heterogeneity 
of Trinidadian society and the often fraught questions 
of ethnic and national identity in this setting. Secondly, 
it is the act of writing about food by which the novel 
engages with the difficulties of adapting Dickens to 
such a society. I must also, of course, establish what it 
means (at least for Naipaul) to write like Dickens. I will 
illustrate my argument by comparing the role of food in 
A House for Mr Biswas and in Great Expectations. 
The essay is in three parts. The first section looks 
at the role of food in Great Expectations in order to 
explore more closely the question of what it might 
mean for Naipaul to try to write like Dickens. The 
second section offers a brief outline of Trinidad and its 
history, as well as Naipaul’s non-fictional comments on 
this topic. Having looked at the role of food in Great 
Expectations, the essay will then be in a position to ask 
where the mismatch Naipaul perceives between writing 
like Dickens and writing about Trinidad comes from, 
and what conclusions can be drawn from it. I will ask 
these questions in the third section of the essay, which 
will furthermore attempt to demonstrate my claims 
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for the importance of the role of food and eating in A 
House for Mr Biswas. 
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